Word count text: 868
To state that disturbed early development paves the way for later illness and accelerated senescence seems a truism. For pulmonary disease, this has been postulated for 30 years. 1 Yet evidence to support this hypothesis is sparse. As recently as 2002, a major workshop on future directions in chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) failed to include early lung development in its future research agenda. 2 Why has so little research been done?
The overwhelming evidence that cigarette smoking is the single biggest avoidable risk factor for adult lung diseases, both lung cancer and COPD, has dominated the research agenda for 50 years. Yet only a minority of smokers develops COPD, suggesting that it is the interaction between environmental exposures (such as tobacco smoke, air pollutants) and host factors (genetics, early lung growth, race, sex) that determines an individual smoker's susceptibility to COPD. 3 While the role of genetics has been emphasised, One such link is the report by Debra Stern and colleagues in today's Lancet. 6 In a small but carefully nurtured cohort, the authors convincingly show that those individuals who had the lowest forced expiratory flows by the "squeeze" chest-compression technique (figure) as infants had poorer airway function by age 22 years. The association was not explained by current wheeze, atopy or smoking and persisted after bronchodilatation.
These results are supported by data from other groups that show remarkable tracking of airway function from birth to middle childhood 7, 8 and from childhood to adulthood, 9, 10 although no study has so far has reached old age. The age of 22 years is important, Outdoor air pollution affects growth in airway function. 14 Worldwide, indoor air pollution from biomass cooking might be a greater environmental threat, but because it occurs in developing countries and exposure is mainly in women and young children, this topic has been largely ignored.
As COPD is set globally to become the third most important cause of death, now is the time to add research into its earliest origins to the agenda.
